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The  Atomic  Bomb:  Weapon  of  Peace? 

MICHAEL  O’KELLEY 


How  does  the  most  powerful 
weapon  in  the  world  prevent 
people  from  going  to  war?  It  is  a 
puzzling  question,  especially  when 
one  considers  the  history  leading 
up  to  the  development  of  atomic 
weapons.  In  World  Wars  I  and  II, 
the  aim  of  strategy  was  to  increase 
the  destructiveness  of  ones  mili¬ 
tary  force.  The  advent  of  the  atomic 
bomb  would  lead  to  a  reversal, 
where  the  dominant  strategy 
now  is  to  hold  our  most  destruc¬ 
tive  weapons  as  a  strategic  reserve 
to  deter  conflict.  The  concept  of 
nuclear  deterrence  was  not  born 
and  adopted  in  the  same  moment 
the  atomic  bomb  was  made. 
Rather,  strategic  theories  on  quick, 
decisive  victories  popular  in  World 
Wars  I  and  II  set  the  foundation  for 
the  later  evolution  of  deterrence  in 
the  Cold  War.  This  evolution  can 
be  attributed  to  the  development 
of  long-range  delivery  systems 
coupled  with  a  forward-thinking 
understanding  of  what  nuclear 
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weapons  could 
become  if  the 
precedent  was  set 
for  their  common 
use. 

Gas  attacks  in 
World  War  I  rep¬ 
resented  the  first 
large  scale  attempt 
to  deter  further 
conflict,  but  the 
results  left  much 
to  be  desired.  The 
use  of  gas  weapons 
was  not  initially  expected  to  be 
part  of  the  war.  Richard  Rhodes 
states,  “All  the  belligerents  had 
agreed  under  the  Hague  Declara¬ 
tion  of  1899  Concerning  Asphyxi¬ 
ating  Gases  \o  abstain  from  the 
use  of  projectiles  the  sole  object  of 
which  is  the  diffusion  of  asphyxiat¬ 
ing  or  deleterious  gases.'”3  Instead, 
the  French,  and  later  the  Germans, 
made  it  common  practice  to  use 
tear  gas  early  in  the  war.  Although 
tear  gas  was  not  in  the  category  of 
asphyxiating  gases,  its  use  pushed 
the  limits  of  what  was  considered 
acceptable.  The  Germans  were  the 
first  to  cross  the  legal  threshold 
and  launched  a  chlorine  gas  attack 
at  Ypres  on  April  22,  1915.2  It  was 
hoped  that  the  surprise  and  fear 
generated  by  such  an  attack  would 
cause  the  Canadian  and  French 
forces  to  surrender.  Rather  than 
seeing  a  great  German  victory, 
Rhodes  claims,  “[njothing  came  of 
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the  attack  except  agony.”3  Not  only 
was  it  the  agony  of  the  soldiers  to 
endure  the  attack,  but  it  proved  to 
lead  to  the  agony  of  all  involved 
nations,  because  a  dangerous  prec¬ 
edent  had  been  set  for  the  use  of 
poisonous  gases  in  warfare.  While 
establishing  a  special  unit  for  the 
express  purpose  of  gas  warfare, 
German  scientist  Fritz  Haber 
explained  his  reasoning  that  “the 
Western  fronts,  which  were  all 
bogged  down,  could  not  be  got 
moving  again  only  by  means  of 
new  weapons  ...  [I]t  was  a  way  of 
saving  countless  lives,  if  it  meant 
that  the  war  could  be  brought  to 
an  end  sooner”4  Haber's  words 
captured  the  popular  consensus  of 
his  day  that  more  destructive  and 
frightening  weapons  would  ulti¬ 
mately  save  lives. 

This  trend  of  destruction 
encouraged  the  employment  of 
conventional  weapons  in  more 
heinous  ways,  particularly  the 
bombing  of  civilian  centers.  Stra¬ 
tegic  bombing  was  conceived  in 
World  War  I,  but  the  technology 
was  not  yet  up  to  the  standard 
required.  As  Jan  Smuts  told  British 
Prime  Minister  Lloyd  George  in 
1918 

The  day  may  not  be  iar  off  when 

aerial  operations  with  their  devastation 
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of  enemy  lands  and  destruction  of 
industrial  and  populous  centers  on  a 
vast  scale  may  become  the  principal 
operations  of  the  war,  to  which  the 
older  forms  of  military  and  naval 
operations  may  become  secondary  and 
subordinate/ 

Italian  Air  Marshall  Giulio 
Douhet  argued  strongly  for  such 


a  development  in  strategy  during 
the  interwar  years,6  To  Douhet, 
no  target  should  be  considered 
off-limits  if  its  destruction  could 
hinder  an  enemy  s  ability  to  fight 
a  wan  The  theoretical  founda¬ 
tions  for  the  strategic  bombing  of 
populated  civilian  centers  were 
well  in  place  by  the  time  the  tech¬ 
nological  developments  of  World 
War  II  could  support  it.  Although 
bombing  raids  always  targeted 
buildings  that  directly  supported 
the  war  effort,  such  as  military 
factories,  collateral  damage  was  a 
welcomed  method  to  melt  away 
enemy  morale.  The  targeting  of 
Berlin  and  London  shows  how 
both  the  British  and  the  Germans 
bought  into  this  mindset  that  unre¬ 
stricted  war  can  lead  to  a  faster  and 
ultimately,  "more  moral”  victory. 

The  trend  of  increasing  levels  of 
destruction  in  the  World  Wars  and 
the  later  development  of  nuclear 
deterrence  shared  the  ideological 
goal  of  saving  lives,  but  the  key  dif¬ 
ference  is  that  one  method  employs 
all  means  available  to  secure  quick 
victory,  while  the  other  holds  its 
most  destructive  tools  in  reserve 
to  prevent  war  from  commencing 
or  escalating.  Nuclear  weapons 


helped  to  make  this  strategic  rever¬ 
sal  possible,  but  something  more 
than  just  the  invention  of  atomic 
weapons  was  necessary  The  threat 
of  reprisal  brought  on  by  the  devel¬ 
opment  of  new  delivery  systems 
was  one  ingredient.  However,  it 
also  took  foresight  to  see  these 


developments  on  the  horizon  and 
the  conscious  choice  not  to  set 
the  precedent  of  treating  nuclear 
weapons  as  another  conventional 
weapon  that  made  deterrence  pos¬ 
sible. 

Delivery  technology  has  long 
been  a  limiting  factor  of  nuclear 
weapons.  As  early  as  1933,  Leo 
Szilard  conceptualized  the  basic 
concept  for  nuclear  fission,  "[I]f 
we  could  find  an  element  which  is 
split  by  neutrons  and  which  would 
emit  two  neutrons  when  it  absorbs 
one  neutron,  such  an  element, 
if  assembled  in  sufficiently  large 
mass,  could  sustain  a  nuclear  chain 
reaction.”7  However,  this  develop¬ 
ment  would  have  been  for  naught 
without  effective  methods  of  deliv¬ 
ery.  It  is  questionable  whether  pre- 
World  War  II  bombers  would  have 
even  been  able  to  carry  a  nuclear 
weapon,  much  less  travel  the  dis¬ 
tance  necessary  to  deliver  one  with 
the  speed  required  to  escape  the 
blast.  The  use  of  strategic  bombing 
in  World  War  II  provided  a  neces¬ 
sary  technological  improvement  in 
aircraft  that  would  make  nuclear 
bombers  a  real  threat  in  the  years 
to  follow.  Furthermore,  improve¬ 
ment  in  rocket  technology  spear¬ 


headed  by  German  VI  and  V2 
projects,  would  give  nuclear 
powers  the  ability  to  launch  a 
truly  unstoppable  nuclear  strike. 
Without  these  developments, 
nuclear  weapons  would  have  been 
eternally  condemned  to  the  tacti¬ 
cal  realm.  Like  gas  attacks,  which 
were  limited  to  use  within  a  par¬ 
ticular  battlefield,  nuclear  weapons 
would  have  necessarily  been  short- 
range,  force-on-force  weapons. 
These  technological  advancements 
are  what  truly  opened  the  door  for 
nuclear  weapons  to  become  some¬ 
thing  other  than  a  new  battlefield 
weapon. 

The  most  important  facet  of 
the  development  of  nuclear  deliv¬ 
ery  technology  was  that  any  city 
in  the  world  could  be  held  at  risk. 
This  provides  a  clear  imperative 
to  change  the  strategic  mindset 
for  their  employment.  While  mili¬ 
tary  observers  were  unconvinced 
that,  "the  physical  effects  of  atomic 
weapons  were  all  that  revolution¬ 
ary”  the  ability  to  apply  these  effects 
worldwide  stands  out  as  signifi¬ 
cant/  As  the  Soviets  began  to  close 
the  gap  with  the  US  on  nuclear 
technology,  the  threat  of  repri¬ 
sal  became  very  clear.  Although 
the  Soviets  could  not  realistically 
launch  a  bomber  attack  on  the  US, 
their  ICBMs  would  pose  a  tangible 
threat.  Perhaps  it  is  because  policy¬ 
makers  could  foresee  this  develop¬ 
ment  in  technology  that  they  began 
early  after  World  War  II  to  change 
the  purpose  of  nuclear  weapons  to 
one  of  deterrence.  Of  course,  there 
were  voices,  especially  within  the 
scientific  community,  who  always 
argued  nuclear  weapons  should 
only  be  used  as  a  deterrent.  They 
probably  knew  best  what  the  future 
of  technology  would  hold.  Further¬ 
more,  the  close  proximity  of  indus- 
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try  and  civilian  populations  meant 
that  even  targeting  military  indus¬ 
try  would  mean  much  collateral 
damage.  The  rate  at  which  tech¬ 
nology  was  approaching  the  point 
where  nuclear  weapons  could  hold 
any  city  in  the  world  at  risk  made  it 
prudent  for  policy  makers  to  tran¬ 
sition  from  a  mindset  of  strategic 
employment  to  one  of  strategic 
deterrence. 

It  took  some  time  for  the  adjust¬ 
ment  from  World  War  II  destruc¬ 
tion  to  Cold  War  deterrence  to 
be  finalized.  In  the  last  months 
of  World  War  II,  it  was  clear  that 
deterrence  had  not  yet  taken  root 
in  the  US  strategic  mindset.  This  is 
evident  in  President  Truman's  deci¬ 
sion  to  use  two  atomic  bombs  on 
Japan,  Some  argue  it  was  necessary 
to  demonstrate  the  power  of  the 
bomb  and  the  US,  willingness  to 
use  it  While  this  is  certainly  true, 
the  dropping  of  a  second  bomb  in 
such  a  short  timespan  also  proves 
this  weapon  was  intended  for  use 
rather  than  to  be  held  strategically 
in  reserve. 

This  mindset  clearly  changed 
as  the  US  entered  the  Korean  Wan 
The  US  certainly  had  the  ability 
to  use  the  bomb  in  this  conflict 
without  serious  fear  of  reprisal. 
Soviet  delivery  systems  had  not  yet 
been  sufficiently  developed  to  hold 
US  cities  at  risk,  and  the  US  was 
faring  poorly  in  the  conventional 
war  against  North  Korea.  Further¬ 
more,  military  voices  continued 
to  view  nuclear  weapons  as  any 
other  conventional  weapon,  “[M] 
ilitary  planners  in  both  Moscow 
and  Washington  clung  to  the  reas¬ 
suring  notion ...  that  World  War 
III,  should  it  ever  come  about, 
need  not  differ  all  that  much  from 
World  War  II... Both  assumed  the 
use  of  such  weapons  in  any  new 


world  war,  but  neither  regarded 
them  as  likely  to  be  decisive.”9 

However,  policymakers  under¬ 
stood  the  rational  implications  and 
precedent  that  would  be  set  by  the 
use  of  atomic  weapons.  John  Lewis 
Gaddis  claims  that,  “Korea  deter¬ 
mined  how  hot  wars,  during  the 
Cold  War,  were  to  be  fought.”30  This 
paradigm  shift  may  be  attributed 
to  post-war  idealism.  After  World 
War  I,  the  British  were  determined 
never  to  let  a  similar  war  happen 
again,  and  they  adopted  a  strategy 
of  appeasement  to  achieve  that 
goal.  The  US  may  be  considered 
to  have  made  a  similar  shift  in  its 
strategy  following  World  War  II, 
although  this  time  the  goal  was 
to  prevent  apocalyptic  nuclear 
exchanges.  The  decision  to  engage 
in  the  Korean  War  without  the 
use  of  nuclear  weapons  shows  an 
understanding  that  precedent  had 
to  be  set  to  treat  nuclear  weapons 
as  fundamentally  different  from 
conventional  ones  and  displays  the 
forward-thinking  knowledge  that 
the  current  development  of  deliv¬ 
ery  systems  would  make  reprisal 
on  any  city  in  the  world  a  realistic 
threat. 

The  strategic  change  from  a 
trend  of  increasing  destruction  to 
one  of  strategic  deterrence  required 
a  keen  understanding  of  human 
behavior  and  thorough  knowledge 
of  where  the  world  was  headed 
technologically.  Such  a  decision 
countered  every  tradition  of  habit 
established  during  the  World 
Wars.  More  destructive  weapons 
and  tactics  were  expected  to  be 
employed  in  a  conflict  to  ensure 
quick  victory.  However,  after  two 
wars  where  such  a  strategy  only 
brought  suffering  to  all  belliger¬ 
ents,  it  was  clear  that  a  change  was 
needed.  Nuclear  delivery  systems 


were  getting  more  advanced  by 
the  day  after  World  War  II,  and  it 
became  evident  very  quickly  that 
no  place  in  the  world  would  be 
truly  safe  from  nuclear  attack.  The 
strategic  decision  not  to  employ 
nuclear  weapons  in  the  Korean 
War,  despite  the  lack  of  immediate 
consequences  to  the  US,  showed  a 
conscious  effort  to  create  a  policy 
of  nuclear  deterrence  that  would 
be  held  as  the  international  stan¬ 
dard  for  nuclear  powers  in  the 
years  to  come. 
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